
Iam notsorry,theyhaditcoming.Iwouldhavelovedforthingstoturnoutdifferently,butanger

blindsyou,andsometimesyouresorttosomethingwicked.

Iwaselevenwhenmyfatherdied,hewasacarpenterandspentlonghoursathisworkshop

craftingwoodintodifferentformsforhiscustomers.Mymotherstayedhomeandcateredto

theneedsofIandmythreesiblings,Iwastheoldest.Wewerepoorandbarelygotby,butwe

werehappy.Ourparentskeptusfedandclothed.

SowhenJoseph,myfather’sapprenticerantothehousethatday,panicinhiseyes,almost

breathless,Iknewthingsweregoingtochange.Mymotherwasbentoverthefireoutside

cookingdinnerwhilemysiblingsplayedwithchildreninthearea.

Icouldn’tmakeoutwhatJosephwassayingasIwatchedthroughthewindow,Isawapained

expressioncomeovermymother’sfaceandshescreamed.Welivedinacompoundwithsix

otherfamilies,andthoseofthem whowerehomeatthetimeranoutsidetoinvestigatethe

causeofthescream.

Istoodgluedtothewindowasmymotherfelltothegroundthrashingaroundandscreaming

hysterically.Iknewsomethingbadhadhappened,anditlikelyinvolvedmyfather.

Twooftheneighborspulledherfrom thegroundasshescreamed,“whatam Igoingtodonow?

PapaJanethasleftmealonewiththesechildren.”

Mystomachsank.

*******

Myfather’sfuneralcameandwent,andwehadtoadjusttoanewrealitythatdidnotinclude

him.

Manypeoplehadcomefrom differentplacestoattendhisfuneral,hewasn’tarichman,buthe

knewmanypeopleandmanyofthem quietlysqueezedmoneyintomymother’spalm after

sayingtheircondolences.

Itriedtokeepmysiblingsengaged,sotheywouldn’tbothermygrievingmother,theywerefive,

eight,andten.Ithadn’tsunkinproperlythatlifeastheyknewithadchanged.

Mymotherstruggledtocaterforus,thelittlemoneyshehadgottenfrom thefuneraldriedup

andhermeagreearningsfrom sellingtomatoesinthemarketwasbarelyenough.EverynightI

listenedasshedesperatelybeggedmyunclesonthephoneformoney,theyturnedherdown.

Icamebackfrom schooltofindatallmansittinginmyfather’sfavoritechair,acoldbottleof

Pepsiwassetinfrontofhim,itwasuntouched.Mymothersatacrosshim.

“Mommygoodafternoon,”Igreeted.“Goodafternoonsir”henoddedandsmiled.



“EhenJanet,”mymotherrepliedindifferently,andhereyessaidgotoyourroom I’llsendforyou.

Afterthemanleft,shesentformeandaskedmetositbesideher,Iwasnervousandhopedshe

wasn’tgoingtosayanythingIwouldrathernothear.

“Janet,Ene”myheartskippedabeat.MymotheronlycalledmeEnewhenshewastryingto

buttermeupforsomething.

“Thatmanyousawyesterday,he’syourfather’scousin,andhewantstotakeyoutoKaduna

wherehelives,soyoucangetabetterlifeandagoodeducation”

“EverythingIneedisherewithyoumummy”Iprotested.“Pleasedon’tsendmeaway”.

“Eneitwilljustbeforalittlewhile,whenIfindsomethingbetterIwillsendforyou,pleasedoit

forOche,BenjiandOchanya.Iwishwecouldallstaytogether,butitwon’tbeeasytakingcareof

allofyou”.

Shechokesbacktearsandthat’sallthatisneededtoconvinceme.Seeingmymothercry

unnervedme,shewasalwayssoputtogetherandtowatchherbreakdowninfrontofmemade

meuncomfortable.Iwouldgowithmyfather’scousin,itwasonlyforalittlewhile.

Mysiblingsstoodbesidethecarwhenitwastimeformetogo.Theyallhadlongfaces,I

reassuredthem thatitwastemporary,andIwouldbebackbeforetheyknewit.Ialsopromised

tobuythem manygifts,thatcheeredthem upandwhenIgotintothecartheywaveduntilitwas

outofsight.IwasleavingSabonGari,myfamilyandtheonlylifeIhadknownforanewplace,

anditscaredme.

Myfather’scousinbarelysaidanythingtomeexcepttoaskifIwashungry,atwhichpointhe’d

buymesnacksfrom hawkers.HeintroducedhimselfasUncleMauriceandsaidmyfatherwas

anolderbrotherwhotookcareofhim andprotectedhim whentheywerekids,sohewoulddo

thesameforme.IsettledintotheseatanddriftedtosleepasIthoughtaboutmynewlifeand

whatitwouldpossiblybelike.Iwouldhavetoadjusttolivingwithanewfamily-UncleMaurice

saidhehadtwochildrenandhiswifewasverynice-,makenewfriendsandtrytofitinatschool

untilmymothercameforme.

UncleMauricegentlytappedmeontheshoulder,Iopenedmyeyesandrubbedthem alittle,it

wasdark.Wewereoutsidealargegateinaneighborhoodwithsimilarexteriors.

“Wearehere”,hesaidgentlybeforehonking.Thegateopenedafterafewseconds,andhe

drovein,itwasacompoundwiththreeflatsinapleasantneighborhood,nothingliketheplaceI

wascomingfrom.Noonewasoutsideexceptforthegatemanwhoalsodoubledasthe

securityguard,andthehousewasquiet.Itwasonlylitupbythehalogenlampsadorningthe

house.

Thedoortothethirdflatopenedandtwocuteboysagedaroundfourtosixranoutandjumped

intoUncleMaurice’sarms.



“Daddy,daddy”theysquealed.Thelightsintheotherflatswereon,andIcouldseeafewfaces

peekingthroughthewindows.

“Myboys”,UncleMauricespunthem aroundforasecondandputthem down.Iawkwardly

staredastheypaidmenomind,excitedtoseetheirfather.

“Mummy’scooking,we’vebeenwaitingforyou,sowecaneatdinner”theolderonesaid.

“Ihopeyou’renottoohungrythen”UncleMauricereturned.“Goinsidethehouse,letmehelp

yourcousintakeherthingsin”theyranoff.TheyhadnotpaidattentiontomeandIhopedwe

wouldgetalongsinceIwouldbelivingwiththem foralittlewhile.

IhadnotpackedmanythingsbecauseIdidn’thavealotofthings,mymotherhadpackedbread

andeggsandaskedmetogivethem toUncleMauriceandhiswife.

Hetookoutmyluggagefrom thebootofhiscarandwalkedaheadofmetotheflatwhileI

draggedmyluggage.

Thedooropenedtorevealatastefullyfurnishedhouse.Itwascleanandsmelledoffruitand

food,aheadysmellthatmademymouthwater.

Therewasafamilyportraitonthewall,initUncleMauriceandhiswifearesittingwiththeir

childrenontheirlap.Theywereabeautifulfamily.

AsIstaredattheportraitonthewall,hiswifecameoutofthekitchen,shewasevenmore

beautifulinperson.ShegreetedUncleMaurice,whowalkedpasthertothebedroom,andthen

sheturnedtome.

“Janetwelcomehowwasyourtrip““Goodeveningma,itwasfinema”.Ikeptmygazedown,I

feltself-consciousinmyclothesthatwerealittlefaded.

“Letmeshowyoutoyournewroom,you’llbestayingwiththeboys”,Idraggedmyluggageand

followedhertoaroom paintedbluewithactionfiguresonthewall.

“Youmustbetired,takeabaththencomeoutandhavedinner”

“Okayma,mymothersaidIshouldgiveyouthis,”Isaidhandingherthebagwiththebreadand

eggs.

That’ssoniceofher,“shetookitfrom meandlookedinsidetoseewhatwasinthebag.“Hurry

andcomeoutfordinner“,Sheclosedthedoor.

*****

Dinnerwasvegetablesoupandpoundedyam,withlittlechunksofpomoandbeef.Thefood

wassodeliciousandwhenIwasofferedasecondhelping,Iacceptedwithpleasure.

Afterdinner,UncleMauricecalledmetothesittingarea.HetellsmeIwillstartschoolandasks

whatclassIam in,Itellhim Iam inJss2.



WhenIgointomynewroom thatIsharewithJacksonandLeo,theirsons,they’realreadysound

asleep.Jackson,theyoungerone,isclutchingtightlytohisteddybearandsnoring,whileLeo

hastakenupspaceonthebedandisthrashingaround.

Imakesomespaceattheedgeandgetintobed.Thiswasmynewlife,anditseemedtobe

startingwell.

I’m awokenroughlybyAuntyLinda,it’sstillquitedark,JacksonandLeoaresleeping.Ihad

spentmostofthenightshovingLeo’sfootoffmyfaceandanywhereelsehechosetoputit.

“Wakeup,”shesaidharshlywithascowlonherface.“Youneedtopreparetheboysforschool,”

Ihelpedmymotherwithpreparingmysiblingsforschool,butIwasneverawokenthisearly.I

slowlygetoutofbedasshescreamsatmetomovefaster,Iam confusedbytheattitude

change.Ipreparebathingwaterfortheboysandirontheirschooluniforms.

ShewentintowaketheboyswhileIswepttheentirehouseandmoppedit.Shecametothe

diningareatoinspectthecleaningandaskedmetocleanagain.

“Isthishowyoucleanthingsinthatvillageyou’refrom?Doitagain”,shebarked.

I’m notfrom thevillage,welivedinapoorneighborhood,butitwasn’tavillage.Idon’t

understandwhyAuntyLindaistalkingtomelikethat.Icomplyanyway.

Ifinishcleaningatsixo’clock,andIgointothebathroom totakemybath.Thelightsareoutand

thereisnohotwaterleftformetotakemybath.IgoouttotellAuntyLinda.

“Whatdoyouwantmetodo?You’lljusthavetousecoldwater”.

ItisNovemberandharmattanissettinginslowly,Ishudderatthethoughtofusingcoldwater,

butIam leftwithnochoice.WhileJacksonandLeowatchcartoonsastheywaitfortheir

mothertofinishpreparingtheirbreakfastofnoodlesandfriedeggs,IcounttothreebeforeI

pourtheice-coldwateronmybody.BythetimeI’m doneIhavegoosebumpsalloverandI’m

shiveringlikeafeatherlesschicken.

Iputonmyclothesandgotothediningarea,JacksonandLeoareeatingnoodles,Iam served

Pap.

Thepapwasn’tmadeproperly,andsomepartsarechunky,IknewIcouldn’tcomplain,andsoI

ateeverything.WhenIgotowashthecupinthesink,Iseethebreadmymotherboughtinthe

dustbin,myheartsinks.

UncleMauriceisawake,andhecomestothediningarea.

Wetaketurnsgreetinghim,andhehandsmeaschoolbag.Itisalittlethreadbare.

“Thankyou,”Isay,noticingthatitalsohasafewstainsonit.

WegetintothecarandUncleMauricedropstheboysoffatschoolfirst.Theirschoolisprivate



andmanyofthekidsaredroppedoffbytheirparents.Whenhe’ssurethattheboysareoffto

class,hedrivesmequietlytomynewschool.

Thebuildingisdilapidated,andsomewindowsarehangingoffthehinges.Manystudentsare

playingaroundandchattering.Iclutchmybagtightly,andfeelastrongneedtogohomeback

tomymother.

Wegointotheprincipal’shouseandwhileUncleMauricespeakstoher,Iam givenaschool

uniform andsocks.Imissmyoldschool,allmyfriendsarethere,andit’snothinglikethis

schoolI’vebeenenrolledinto.Myfatherbelievedinacquiringusagoodeducation,andhewould

beturninginhisgraveifheknewIwasbeingsenttoaschoolthatlookedlikethis.

UncleMauriceleavesandpromisestopickmeupafterschool.Heisanhourlateandmy

stomachisrumblingbecauseIwasn’tgivenanysnacksandhadtowatchastheotherstudents

boughtandatetheirluncheswhileIsataloneinacorner.

Whenwegethome,theboysaretakinganapandAuntyLindaiswatchingsomethingonTV.

SherepliesindifferentlywhenIgreether.Lunchisasmallportionofjollofrice,I’m stillhungry

afterIfinisheating,butIdon’taskformore.Intuitively,IknowthatIwouldbeinvitingtroubleifI

did.

Andsomynewlifebegins,IquicklylearnthatIhavenotbeenintakeninoutofthegoodnessof

myUncleandAunty’shearts.Iam expectedtoclean,washanddoeverythingaroundthehouse.

ThefirsttimeAuntyLindahitmeitwasbecauseIservedUncleMauricefoodonaplate

reservedforguests,somethingIhadnotbeenmadeawareofbefore.Hewatchedasshelanded

blowsonmybackanddidn’tstepintosayanything.Thebeatingsbecamemorefrequentand

anything,nomatterhowlittle,wouldsetheroff.

Sometimestheneighborsintervened,soshetooktolockingthedoorandignoringthem asthey

bangedonitandpleadedforhertostop.Igrewaccustomedtotheirlooksofpitywhenthey

sawmeoutsidegoingonerrandsformyAunty.UncleMauricedidn’thitme,buthedidn’tstop

hereither,herarelysaidanythingtome.Theirhomewasmypersonalhellandasthedays

turnedintoweeksandthenayear,myresentmentgrew.Itriedtofindwaystocallmymother

andbeghertotakemeaway,butIhadnophone,andtheymadesureIdidn’thaveaccessto

one.Italsodidn’thelpthatIdidn’thavehernumbermemorized.

IlovedLeoandJackson,theywerelikemylittlebrothersandmadelivinginthathousebearable.

ThedayIwentovertheedgewasalsothedaymyfirstperiodcame.Iwasscaredandcouldn’t

understandwhyIwasbleedingdownthere,noonehadhadthetalkwithme.Icouldn’ttellAunty

Lindaandjuststayedinthebathroom washingmyselfoverandoverhopingthewaterwould

makeitstop.AuntyLindastartedtoscream myname.ItoldherIwasinthebathroom and

wouldbeoutsoon.Toavoidmoreproblems,Iputmypantiesonandwenttomeetherinthe

livingroom,Icouldfeelthewetnesssoakingupmyunderwear,anditstartedtodrip.

Thepanickedlookonmyfacedrewherattentiontothebloodthatwasnowinatinypuddleon



therug.AblindingslaprockedmyfaceandIfellbackwards.Shebeatmetoapulpforruining

herrug.Thensheaskedmetousearag,soIdidn’tstainanymoreofherpossessions.

WhileIweptinthebathroom,shegavemeinstructionsonwhattocookfordinnerandwentout

foricecream withherkids.Oneoftheneighborsknockedonthedoor,shewasholdingapack

ofpads.Shehadheardthescuffleandbroughtmesome,shealsogavemealittlelectureon

whattodoandwhatthisnewphasemeant,thensheleft.

IstoodinthemirrorandlookedatallthewoundsIhadgottensinceImovedto

myuncle’shouse,Ihadtomakethesufferingstop.

DinnerthatdaywasYam porridgewithafewdropsofbleach.


